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PLEASURE, PARLORS, PHOSPHATES, AND THE PASTORAL: 
ICE CREAM CONSUMPTION SITES AND “SPA” CULTURE 




 In 19th-Century America, upper- and middle-class sites of ice cream consumption 
were exclusive landscapes that conveyed through their design and advertisement ideals 
formed in European spa culture a century before. European spas promoted pastoralism, 
escapism, health, and leisure, all concepts that could also be found in American early 
19th century pleasure gardens, mid-19th century ice cream parlors, and late 19th century 
soda fountains. These landscapes reveal how spa culture was intertwined with white 
gentility and sought to keep the lower classes and black people from enjoying the same 
resort experiences. By studying landscapes of consumption, we can better understand not 
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Lined up against a black backdrop sit a coupe glass with brandy poured over 
lemon ice topped with pearls of white currants, a squat dessert dish with violet vinegar 
lemon ice cream crowned with candied violets, and a tall slender glass with almond 
lemon ice cream immersed in lemon soda and bitters. These are the three ice creams I 
have created to represent three main locations of upper- and middle-class ice cream 
consumption, chronologically, in 19th-century America: the pleasure garden, the ice 
cream parlor, and the soda fountain. My dessert concept, A Sweet History, aims to teach 
people history in an alternative way through the sensory experience of ice cream. I take 
inspiration from the lives of historical figures and events, literature, mythology, and art. 
When writing my thesis, I knew I would create a flight of flavors that helped me 
conceptualize my argument and transport myself into the landscapes of my research. At 
the end of this paper, I will further explain all the flavors and how their ingredients 
translate each landscape they represent. Seeing the glasses in sequence in the light box 
with their common thread of lemon and their unique differentials, I better understood the 
transformation upper- and middle-class ice cream consumption went through, starting in 
the early 19th century outdoor resort of the pleasure garden, then in the gilded and 
glamorous retreat of ice cream parlor of the mid-19th century, and into the modern and 
cool refuge of the American soda fountain of the late 19th century. With each cold taste of 
frozen sugar and ice, I imaged myself relaxing along a shaded walkway listening to the 
tinkle of a fountain, sitting on top a plush cushion eavesdropping to the hum of gossip, 
and resting next to a cool marble counter hearing the gush of soda water.   
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In 19th-century America, upper- and middle-class public ice cream consumption 
took place in landscapes that evolved from European spa culture, which promoted 
escapism, pastoralism, health, and leisure. Although ice cream was a commodity that 
transcended lines of gender, class, and race, pleasure gardens, ice cream parlors, and soda 
fountains were exclusive locations that continued to uphold, construct, and play into the 
spa-like fantasy and conveyed to working-class and black people that they could not 
enjoy the same resort-like privileges. 
By using these ice cream landscapes as a lens to look at the social and cultural 
norms that shaped this period of American history, we can better understand how spaces 
were able to include some and exclude others based on their gender, socio-economic 
position, and race, despite selling and promoting a commodity that was readily 
accessible. Two hundred years ago, at the beginning of the 19th century, pleasure garden 
proprietors marketed ice cream to the upper and middle classes. By the middle of the 19th 
century, unless you were a white middle- to upper-class person, you would not have been 
welcomed through the glass doors of the glitzy ice cream parlor or be able to cool off 
near the sleek and clean counter of a soda fountain. Those spaces were only inclusive to 
some, in many cases specifically women, who had the privilege of leisure time and the 
privilege of money for “frivolous” things. Yet, ice cream was a pleasurable experience 
regardless of the gender, class, and race of the consumer. As prices fell for sugar and ice, 
ice cream itself, by the 19th century, and especially by the middle of the century, was 
democratized. I argue that at the same time as ice cream was becoming a widely available 
treat, the main upper- and middle-class venues of ice cream consumption continued 
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throughout the century to serve as bastions of elite identity formed earlier in the 18th 
century with European spa culture. Spa culture as I will show promoted leisure, health, 
escapism, and pleasure, concepts that the elite believed were unique to them.  
American ice cream’s origins are rooted in wealth. The ice cream that was desired 
in the 18th century and eaten publicly in the 19th century descended from European 
traditions of ice cream.1 While the concept of freezing sweetened syrups and ice together 
extends back further than 17th-century Europe and is found in 11th-century Japan and 
12th-century Persia, ice cream as we are familiar with it today in America resembles the 
ice cream that was served at the tables of European aristocracy. 2 Here, at private 
banquets, small dishes of ice cream and sorbet were eaten by the wealthy, who could 
afford the labor and cost of maintaining ice houses, which were necessary for ice cream 
production and storage.  
Ice cream found its way to America with the British colonizers and while it no 
longer was confined to the aristocracy, ice cream was still eaten in private by the wealthy. 
The first mention of ice cream in America, specifically strawberry ice cream, comes from 
William Black’s 18th-century diary entry about a dinner at Maryland Governor Thomas 
Bladen’s house.3 Following a dinner “serv’d up in the most Elegant way…came a Dessert 
no less Curious; Among the Rarities of which it was Compos’d, was some fine Ice Cream 
 
1 European ice cream was made with dairy (milk and cream), sugar, and sometimes egg yolks. 
Most ice cream in America in the 19th century was made without the egg yolks.  
2 Jeri Quinzio, Of Sugar and Snow: A History of Ice Cream Making (Berkley: University of 
California Press, 2009). 
3 Quinzio, 75. 
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which, with Strawberries and Milk, eat most Deliciously.”4 Black notes that ice cream 
was a rare treat and something special enough to mention in his personal diary.  
At the time of Black’s diary entry in the middle of the 18th century, sugar was still 
expensive, and ice was difficult to procure. In order to have ice cream even at the tables 
of the wealthy, ice was required, and it was harvested from the northeastern frozen lakes. 
Entrepreneur Frederic Tudor began the New England ice trade with hopes of making a 
profit in the Caribbean. While initially the shipping of ice to the tropical colonies was a 
failure, with tons of melting ice, Tudor succeeded by 1825, with the help of a supplier’s 
horse-drawn ice cutter, and ice harvesting markets began to extend beyond New England. 
An increase in ice meant that cold refreshments could be enjoyed during the hot summer 
months, although at the beginning of the 19th century, cold refreshments like ice cream 
were still reserved for the upper-class landscapes like the pleasure garden.5  
I will show how reading landscapes can reveal how spaces construct meaning and 
their audience and how the audience of these spaces interact with it to further enforce 
their constructed meanings. I use geographers Chris Wilson’s and Paul Groth’s definition 
of landscapes “as the interaction of people and place: a social group and its spaces, 
particularly the spaces to which the group belongs and from which its members derive 
some part of their shared identity and meaning” in order to argue that spaces of upper- 
and middle-class ice cream consumption in the 19th century embodied and enforced 
 
4 William, R. Black, Alonzo Brock, Thomas Lee, and W. Beverley, "Journal of William Black, 
1744," The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 1, no. 2 (1877): 126, accessed 
August 14, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/20084271. 
5 Susanne Friedberg, Fresh: a perishable history (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2009). 
 
 5 
social hierarchies. 6 As I will discuss in this paper, these landscapes conveyed to upper- 
and middle-class people that the spaces were for them and conveyed to working-class and 
black people that they needed to seek out an alternative. Looking at sites of ice cream 
consumption, specifically, strengthens my argument that understanding landscapes is 
crucial when discussing social and cultural norms. While ice cream could be purchased 
cheaply and widely by the middle of the 19th century, upper- and middle-class people 
choose to consume it under the shade in pleasure gardens, on a velvet chair at ice cream 
parlors, and in a glass on a cool marble counter at soda fountains because these spaces 
played into the upper-class ideas of a pastoral and escapist fantasy that were originally 
crafted at the European spa.   
My research is informed by historian Cindy Lobel's description of “food culture” 
as something that “incorporates expected behaviors around food and eating: the setting in 
which the food is eaten and the meanings applied to the setting; as well as the use and 
role of food in articulating status and reinforcing distinctions of class, race, and gender.”7 
To understand food culture, we must look at the landscapes in which food was consumed. 
In the preface to Landscape Archeology, archeologist Karen Metheny sees “landscapes as 
emergent, in motion, in constant production.” 8 Looking at three distinct landscapes of ice 
cream consumption in chronological order, we can see how the landscapes are similar in 
 
6 Chris Wilson and Paul Groth, Everyday America: Cultural Landscape Studies after J.B. Jackson 
(Berkley: University of California Press, 2003), 180. 
7 Cindy R. Lobel, Urban Appetites: Food and Culture in Nineteenth Century New York (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2014), 3.  
8 Karen Metheny, “Preface to new paperback edition” in Landscape Archaeology: Reading and 




their purpose as healthful resort spaces and equally uphold upper-class values of female 
respectability and leisure, but shift in design, location, and audience throughout the 19th 
century as social, cultural, and economic changes occurred.  Each of these spaces follow 
one other in sequence, taking on the meaning created by the space before them and 
adding their own meaning, beginning with the pleasure garden of the late 18th century and 
early 19th century and ending with the soda fountain of the late 19th century.  
I concentrate on major East Coast cities, specifically New York City, because 
such cities saw the rise of the middle class and the restaurant industry first and therefore 
set standards for others to follow, but I will discuss some examples of ice cream 
consumption in smaller cities as well since the ideals that developed in the larger cities 
spread along with the frozen dessert. This history of ice cream consumption is a history 
of exclusion and inclusion. While each of the landscapes discussed in this paper excluded 
certain groups of peoples, specifically the lower class, Black people, and working-class 
European immigrants, their structure and design signaled both clearly and subtly that they 
were inclusive to a particular crowd, namely the upper- and middle-class whites, and of 
that group, women. This inclusiveness allowed upper- and middle-class people the 
privilege of retreating from ordinary life as one would in a spa. I consider each of these 
landscapes within the broader context of the city, and specifically look at a fourth 
landscape of consumption during the 19th century, the city street. While very different 
from the other three locations, the contrast in audience, design, and purpose provides 
insight into how gardens, parlors and fountains were strictly gendered, classed, and raced 
spaces and why they are crucial to study as ice cream consumption sites.  
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Unlike today, where consumers have the opportunity to choose their ice cream 
based on the variety of packaging lining the grocery store freezer-shelves or freely 
choose their desired ice cream shop, in the 19th century ice cream was not packaged in 
waxed paper pints and sold commercially in stores. Instead, the packaging was “the 
physical locations in which people ate ice cream,” and those “sites of consumption 
denoted the status of commodity and consumers alike.”9 Buying a 12-dollar pint of 
gourmet, sleek-packaged ice cream today can be seen as the equivalent of stopping by the 
ice cream parlor for a refreshment after an afternoon of shopping in the 19th century. 
Upper- and middle-class places of ice cream consumption were designed to construct and 
target a specific audience who would feel comfortable, respectable, and catered to by the 
entertainments and the aesthetic of the locations in which consumption took place.  
Such amusements and the specific design features of these landscapes were 
highlighted within trade cards, illustrations, newspaper and journal articles, 
advertisements, and advice pieces. Caricatures and social commentary describe 
contemporary opinions and anxieties surrounding ice cream landscapes. Along with these 
sources, I build upon the works of a variety of scholars, from food historian Jeri Quinzio 
to urban historian Cindy Lobel.  
 
Literature Review 
Scholars writing about ice cream tend to focus on the global history of the product 
 
9 Wendy A. Woloson, Refined Taste: Sugar, Confectionery, and Consumers in Nineteenth-
Century America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 71. 
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but neglect to focus on specific consumption sites and their place in the culture. Jeri 
Quinzio’s book Of Sugar and Snow, which is the most comprehensive global history on 
ice cream to date spans early ices of the 17th century in Europe and the Middle East to the 
ice creams of the late 20th century in America. Despite this wide reach, Quinzio does not 
actively discuss issues of gender, class, and race. Quinzio’s only chapter on women and 
ice cream focuses on women writing ice cream recipes and women at home making ice 
cream. Throughout the book, she does not discuss ice cream consumption sites as 
gendered, raced, and classed spaces. And while she describes pleasure gardens, parlors, 
and soda fountains, they get little overall attention. My paper aims to focus on these 
landscapes in order to demonstrate their importance in historical food studies. In the 
introduction to Racial Indigestion, Kyla Wazana Tompkins argues that it is “not simply 
the ‘what of what one eats that matters. It is the ‘where’ of where we eat and where food 
comes from; the ‘when’ of historically specific economic conditions and political 
pressures; the ‘how’ of how food is made; and the ‘who’ of who makes and who gets to 
eat it.”10  Landscapes of consumption need our attention because they contribute to the 
creation of meaning around food.  
Laura B. Weiss also wrote a global history of ice cream, but she almost 
completely ignores race, and does not discuss pleasure gardens or parlors. Her discussion 
focuses on how ice cream “was altered from a food for the high-born into the widely 
consumed mass-market product it has become today.”11 I argue that this shift did not 
 
10 Kyla Wazana Tompkins, Racial Indigestion (New York: New York University Press, 2012), 4.  
11 Laura B. Weiss, Ice Cream: A Global History (London: Reaktion Books, 2011), 11.  
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immediately democratize ice cream consumption like Ice Cream describes. Wendy 
Woloson’s book, Refined Taste: Sugar, Confectionery, and Consumers in Nineteenth-
Century America, dedicates one chapter to the history of ice cream in 19th century 
America where she explores the different landscapes of consumption, from pleasure 
gardens to street vendor stalls. She discusses the exclusionary and inclusionary practices 
of these spaces, but focuses on gender and class, while neglecting to bring up race. I will 
take her work on ice cream landscapes further by discussing their roots in elite spa 
culture. Quinzio’s and Weiss’s global histories of ice cream and Woloson’s more specific 
discussion of 19th-century American ice cream history normalize the exclusionary 
practices I am writing about by ignoring the intricacies of gender, class, and race within 
ice cream consumption sites. I want to break this cycle, demonstrating that these 
landscapes can reveal how ice cream consumption was both exclusionary and 
inclusionary, creating, conveying, and policing dominant ideas about gender, class, and 
not at all least important, race. On the other hand, scholars of pleasure gardens focus on 
the meanings of landscapes but hardly bring food into the discussion. Naomi Stubbs, 
writing on American pleasure gardens, makes mention of ice cream as being part of the 
gardens’ offerings, but does not go further to explain how and why ice cream itself was 
an entertainment. While discussing class and race, Stubbs, along with other pleasure 
garden scholars, focuses on the performance amusements and ignores the refreshments. I 
argue that ice cream was a central component of pleasure gardens’ resort atmosphere and 
its presence in the space enforced the exclusionary practices of the gardens. 
To fully understand ice cream history, we have to acknowledge the history of the 
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three crucial ingredients in ice cream production: sugar, ice, and milk. Sidney Mintz’s 
pivotal contribution to food studies, Sweetness and Power, lays out the framework for 
examining sugar’s role in social, cultural, and economic history. Mintz focuses on 
England’s role in the Atlantic sugar trade and England’s history of sugar consumption. 
While Mintz does not bring ice cream into his argument, his discussion of sugar prices 
and sugar as a medicine and preservative has further shaped my understanding of ice 
cream in American culture.  Comparisons can be drawn between Mintz’s discussion of 
jam consumption within the working-class and ice cream consumption. He writes, “When 
the price of sugar fell sharply after the big victories of the free-trade movement of the 
mid-19th century, jam consumption began to catch hold among working people. At the 
same time, consumption of sugar in other forms rose in response to a fall in sugar 
prices.”12 
Examining both refrigeration and milk in Fresh: A Perishable History, Susanne 
Freidberg outlines freshness and modernity. Ice played a crucial role not only for the 
increase of fresh produce and protein, but also for the spread of ice cream consumption as 
it was the product used by New England “ice king” Frederic Tudor to prove that ice could 
be transported and commodified.13 The history of milk plays into both the anxieties 
surrounding ice cream and the healthful promotion of ice cream in the 19th century. 
Freidberg’s chapter on milk is expanded upon by Anne Mendelson in Milk. Mendelson’s 
global history of milk consumption includes her discussion on milk’s complicated 
 
12 Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1985), 126. 
13 Freidberg, 20. 
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position in 19th-century America, between producers trying to make the most lucrative 
product and public health advocates arguing against swill milk.  
Cindy Lobel and Andrew Haley in Urban Appetites and Turning the Tables, 
respectively, look at 19th-century foodways and dining history. Urban Appetites reveals 
how the market revolution shaped the foodways of New York City in the 19th century. 
Lobel uses food as her lens to understand the economic, social, and cultural changes 
within a large city and argues that New York became a food city when it became a 
metropolis. In her chapter on restaurants and public culture, Lobel examines how 
restaurants and places of public consumption “provided a staging ground for social 
interaction and stratifications, for gender mores and conventions, and for working out 
social relationships and public behavior in an increasingly complicated metropolis.”14 
When discussing the differences in dining options for the wealthy and the poor, Lobel 
turns to a illustrative comparison between a Broadway ice cream parlor and a Bowery ice 
cream street cart. While both the wealthy and the poor ate ice cream, Lobel shows that it 
is how and where they ate it that made the difference.  Using ice cream in a similar way 
as Lobel uses food, I will further explore how a space can convey and enforce cultural 
and social norms. Lobel also discusses how and why ice cream parlors, “earmarked as 
ladies’ eateries,” were dedicated safe spaces for women, while the restaurant was not as it 
did not assure women’s respectability. Andrew Haley’s time frame is much more 
condensed in Turning the Tables, which explores the rise of the middle class in the late 
19th century and early 20th century through the lens of restaurants. He focuses on 
 
14 Lobel, 103. 
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restaurant spaces and the emergence of New York City’s middle class, but briefly 
discusses important points about ice cream parlors. Like Lobel, Haley notes that ice 
cream parlors were spaces designed for unaccompanied middle-class women, yet sparked 
fear of illicit romantic encounters and “women’s uncontrollable desire for sweets,” 
leading restaurants to interpret “these concerns into policies that determined who could 
dine and who was barred at the door.”15 Focusing on gender and class, Haley leaves out 
race in his argument. Writing about the dining culture in the Jim Crow South, Angela Jill 
Cooley focuses on similar fears and anxieties of white Southerners surrounding places of 
consumption and race, and conversely the way black Southerners resisted segregation in 
dining spaces. I will show how these fears stemmed from the exclusionary legacy of 19th-
century upper- and middle-class ice cream consumption sites. As I will discuss, gentility 
was white constructed and enforced. While working-class people could often find their 
way into elite spaces like pleasure gardens or craft their own version of the parlor, black 
people, no matter their class or the way they presented themselves, were barred from 
participating in white upper- and middle-class consumption in these spaces.  
Landscape scholars and historical archeologists further assist in understanding 
how spaces communicate meaning. Chris Wilson and Paul Groth contend that spaces are 
gendered by the specific experiences men and women have within a particular landscape. 
Writing on landscapes in the 20th century they claim that gendered landscapes are often 
discernible through interior design and decoration.16 I will show how places of ice cream 
 
15 Andrew P. Haley, Turning the Tables: Restaurants and the Rise of the American Middle Class, 
1880-1920 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 154-155. 
16 Wilson and Groth, 180. 
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consumption used design to mark themselves as not only gendered spaces, but also 
classed and raced spaces. Wilson and Groth write, “Different gendered experiences are 
created in part through a landscape’s place in the cultural imagination—for example, 
through a shared assumption that a certain space is more appropriate (or safe) for people 
of one gender than those of the other.”17  Building on their argument on gendered cultural 
landscapes, I argue that through physical design and cultural imagination, ice cream 
consumption landscapes in the 19th century were equally classed and raced, as well as 
gendered.  
 Weaving together these histories, this paper will show how analyzing the 
inclusionary and exclusionary practices of pleasure gardens, ice cream parlors, and soda 
fountains in the 19th century exposes the upper-class belief that ice cream belongs in 
leisure spaces, which stand apart from landscapes of work. And as ice cream belongs in 
these spaces it also does the work of defining those spaces as spaces of leisure. 
 
“Ice Cream Atmosphere”: American Pleasure Gardens at the Beginning of the 19th 
Century  
In an anthology on the history of pleasure gardens in England and the Unites 
States, Jonathan Colin describes the intrigue of the pleasure garden: “Promenading along 
their shaded walks of a summer evening, visitors could escape the pains of the city while 
still enjoying its pleasures. Sudden contrasts of light and dark, familiar and strange, 
pleasure and danger that would have seemed deeply unsettling anywhere else became a 
 
17 Wilson and Groth, 181. 
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source of excitement and wonder.”18 Pleasure gardens, originating in England in the 17th 
century, were designed as spaces “that transported visitors to new realms of fancy.” As 
seasonal resorts, they were open during the afternoons and evenings and provided 
sensorial entertainment that varied from musical concerts and firework shows to fragrant 
flora and edible refreshments like ice cream, which surprised guests with its capacity to 
stay cold in the summer heat. An advertisement for the Odeon Ice-Cream Garden 
suggested that “the beaux and belles have once more a cool place of resort where they 
can talk soft things over saucers of ‘vanilla’ and ‘lemon,’ or listen to the refreshing tinkle 
of the silvery fountain.”19 
Pleasure gardens, with their delicate water fountains, were created directly out of 
European spa culture. Spas were an ancient pleasure landscape that originated in Rome, 
along with the ideas that certain waters were medicinal and that restoration of one’s 
health outside of the city was necessary.20 The purpose of spas as a landscape for the 
healthful consumption of mineral waters continued into the Middle Ages in Europe and 
gained popularity in the 17th century. Known for its spring water, Vichy, France, was a 
destination spa for “elites looking to cure a variety of afflictions.” Visitors were both 
local and came from abroad, having been prescribed the intake of Vichy water by their 
doctors.21 As I will show, similar to the evolution of pleasure gardens, Vichy was 
 
18 Jonathan Conlin, “Introduction,” in The Pleasure Garden, from Vauxhall to Coney Island, ed. 
Jonathan Conlin (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 1.  
19 “Odean Ice-Cream Garden,” Times Union, Brooklyn, New York, June 18, 1858, 2.  
20 Roy Porter, Medicinal History of Waters and Spas, ed. Roy Porter (London: Wellcome Institute 
for the History of Medicine, 1990). 
21 Eric T. Jennings, Curing the Colonizers: Hydrotherapy, Climatology, and French Colonial 
Spas (Durham: Duke University, 2006), 179.  
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democratized as railroads allowed for the “increase in middle-class drinkers and bathers,” 
but Eric Jennings argues that this did not diminish the elite reputation the waters or the 
spa had. Even as the middle class joined the upper classes, spas continued to attract elites, 
“playing out their collective tension between extravagance and simplicity in a site that 
promised at once urbanity, clubbism, discipline, regularization, and ritual.”22  While spa 
culture in France was strict in its therapeutic purpose, in England “city fathers and 
individual estate-developers were quick to capitalize upon the opportunities for the 
creation of a speculative hedonic culture surrounding the spa.”23 Although English spa 
critics “naturally thundered that the therapeutic imperative was being countermanded by 
the pleasure principle,” they commented on an experience that would be played out in 
pleasure gardens both in England and America, the mixing of consumption, healthful 
relaxation, and entertainments.24 In addition, as some people tried to sell bottled “spa 
water,” spa proprietors stressed that the medicinal nature of the spa was both in the water 
and the other amenities such as the “scenery, food, peace, [and] amusement.”25 The idea 
of visiting a resort and consuming special and even “healthy” treats extended to pleasure 
gardens. Ice cream and other refreshments such as lemonades and oysters were 
inseparable from the experience of the pleasure garden. 
The concept of the pleasure garden was brought to America with the British in the 
18th century and the first commercial ones were established in the second half of the 18th 
 
22 Jennings, 180. 
23 Medicinal History of Waters and Spas, ix.  
24 Medicinal History of Waters and Spas, x.  
25 Medicinal History of Waters and Spas, 71.  
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century. Like in England, the gardens in America were privately owned, required an 
entrance fee, and were understood to be “open to any white person who could afford a 
ticket.”26 Pleasure gardens in America even took on the name of England’s most popular 
pleasure garden, Vauxhall, as shorthand for the gardens, and “Vauxhall” was often used 
interchangeably with “pleasure garden.” Early East Coast cities like New York grew in 
size quickly, making pleasure gardens a desired place in which to take a healthful break 
from urban life.27 Rich urbanites could no longer rely on green city commons to be their 
dose of nature as they observed they “had become a hive of ‘pleasure, luxury, gaming, 
and dissipation.’”28  
In her argument on pleasure gardens and American identity, Naomi Stubbs 
explains that it was believed by garden enthusiasts and operators that pleasure gardens 
promoted agrarianism and equality, ideas that “lay at the heart of what it meant to be 
American.”29 Agrarianism was realized in the creation of the nostalgic rural and pastoral 
escape in the city. Equality, as I will show, was falsely acted out. While proprietors may 
have promoted their pleasure gardens as spaces to get in touch with nature and spaces 
that were welcome to all, the gardens were designed to be exclusionary to many and only 
 
26 Vaughn Scribner, “Cultivating ‘Cities in the Wilderness’: New York City’s Commercial 
Pleasure Gardens and the British American Pursuit of Rural Urbanism,” Urban History 45, no. 2: 
2018, 277. Pleasure gardens had also been created on the personal grounds of wealthy colonists. 
The ones that opened for the public were for profit. 
27 Scribner, 281. The English believed that human health was connected to their surrounding 
landscape and that nature could positively and negatively affect one’s health. In America, British 
colonists planned their cities with nature and recreation in mind.  
28 Scribner, 288. 
29 Naomi Stubbs, “Pleasure Gardens of America: Anxieties of National Identity,” in The Pleasure 
Garden, from Vauxhall to Coney Island, ed. Jonathan Conlin (Philadelphia: The University of 
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ultimately welcoming to a select class. Many Americans believed that while the country 
did not exist without class divisions, it had “a lack of hierarchical class structure 
(especially on a political level).”30 But the pastoral atmosphere, the amusements offered, 
and the cost helped the proprietors mold their gardens into “genteel” spaces. The terms 
genteel and ungenteel were boundary-keeping, created and controlled by the upper 
classes. They are not clear in the way that the terms upper-class and working-class are. In 
the 19th century, being genteel meant looking and acting appropriately. Stubbs writes, 
“Class was concerned with behavior and wealth, and not birth.” 31 One could behave, or 
perform, the correct way to be considered genteel, but it was the elite who decided what 
such performances looked like. As I’ll show, white elites did not allow black people to 
perform gentility, no matter their class.  
Other entertainments for the upper and middle classes during this era included 
theaters and concert halls, but pleasure gardens were unique in their ability to provide 
visitors with an escape just far enough away from the bustle of the city and also provide a 
variety of amusements all at once. Ice cream was one such amusement. To have ice 
cream, an ephemeral luxury, in the hot summer was a man-made feat. Indulging in a dish 
of frozen sweet cream or fruit before it melted was a special, evanescent experience. This 
view of ice cream, as a special resort amusement, argues Woloson, “established the way 
Americans came to perceive ice cream and the contexts for its consumption throughout 
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the nineteenth century.”32  Pleasure gardens, as the name suggests, created pleasurable 
experiences, with ice cream and mineral waters at the forefront. Although scientific 
studies had not been conducted at the time, it is now known that the “stimulation of oral 
cold receptors is proposed to be perceived as pleasurable and influence the hedonic 
process.”33  
With the “furnishing” of ice cream, pleasure garden operators worked hard to 
make their businesses distinct from the other entertainments of the day that could be 
found within indoor spaces. In a Washington, D.C., advertisement for “evenings at castle 
garden,” the author explains that the grounds were “originally a circular battery, but long 
since was converted to the peaceful purposes of an ice-cream garden.” The “staple 
entertainments of this delightful resort” besides the ice cream it served were the musical 
performances, which “sends into the heart a summer feeling.”34 New York’s Castle 
Garden emphasizes its fountain in a 1843 advertisement, whose waters were “supplied by 
the Croton,” a fresh water aqueduct that had been established only a year prior.35 Stubbs 
shares the declaration of a reporter who “found Niblo’s Garden’s ‘legitimate attractions 
so great that the idea of wasting an hour amid the crowd and heat of the little theatre 
appears intolerable’—he preferred the fountains, music, ice cream, plants, and people-
watching.”36 Proprietors advertised that they offered the best for the best, whether that 
 
32 Woloson, 67. 
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was a firework spectacle or chilled glasses to cool visitors down on a sweltering day. 
The romantic and pastoral design of the gardens resulted in an ambiance that 
equated its constructed natural element with the imagined genteel. The gardens were 
enclosed with tall fences, preventing onlookers from getting a peek inside, thus shielding 
the “genteel” from the presumably “ungenteel.” The physical boarder around the garden 
“clearly marked space, it was clear if one gained entry or not—one was in or out, one was 
genteel or not.”37An 1840’s announcement for Niblo’s Garden confirms that its 
appearance is in top shape and ready for visitors to enjoy its amusements: “This agreeable 
place of summer resort opens next Monday. The walks have been put in neat order by 
Mr. Niblo, the shrubbery has been dressed in its array of foliage for the season by nature, 
and everything is ready for supping lemonades and ice creams, listening to music and 
gazing at fire works.”38 The walkways of flowers, shrubs, and trees alongside elegant 
seating and stages for performances gave the entertainment venue a distinct, resort 
atmosphere. The pastoral quality was enhanced with “a choice assortment of Native and 
Exotic Flowers and Shrubs.”39  Exotic plants added to the mystery and intrigue of the 
gardens as places that were unique and separate from what the city had to offer. The 
names of the gardens, from Castle Garden to Brooklyn’s Odeon Garden, expressed their 
appearance. Odeon was a type of building from ancient Greece and Rome built 
specifically for entertainments. This type of Classical recognition would be duplicated in 
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the design of ice cream parlors later in the century.  
To keep their gardens attractive to their main audience of upper- and middle-class 
patrons, pleasure garden operators worked to prevent working-class people from visiting. 
As for-profit ventures, most gardens required an entrance fee, at least on certain days, 
both to ensure profitability and to deter those who did not have disposable incomes, 
which in turn attracted a wealthier clientele.40 An 1802 advertisement for “Vauxhall 
Garden” in Richmond, Virginia, informed “ladies and gentlemen” that the “City Tavern, 
formerly occupied by Mr. Raphael, has been elegantly fitted out at a great expence, to 
render it a pleasing and agreeable PLEASURE GARDEN, which will be splendidly 
illuminated with coloured lights…and will find all forms of Refreshments.” The 
advertisement notes that patrons will only be charged a half dollar on the days that the 
garden is illuminated.41 While emphasizing the accommodating price, the advertisement 
is addressed specifically to “ladies and gentlemen,” making it seem that the garden was 
designed for them and the amusements and refreshments are made for them, specifically 
the middle class who might have been both anxious about spending and being seen as 
“genteel” enough.  
The cost of pleasure gardens was in the middle when it came to city 
entertainments, but “it was through considering admission rates carefully that proprietors 
were able to position their venues as both exclusive and affordable.”42 Pleasure gardens 
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ranged in prices. “For six shillings,” at Joseph Delacroix’s New York pleasure garden in 
1797, “a celebrant was entitled to a glass of ice cream, punch or lemonade.”43 Previously 
free, Delacroix began requiring a “refreshment ticket” at the end of the 18th century to 
make sure that even those who presented themselves in a “genteel” manner, proved their 
status by paying upfront. The ticket could then be redeemed for treats once inside. This 
also further links pleasure gardens as consumption landscapes. According to the 1880 
Harper’s Weekly article looking back at the legacy of “concert gardens,” the East River 
Garden in Manhattan cost a “moderate sum of twelve and a half cents.”44 If you could 
afford the time and money to visit a garden, you had exclusive access to the privilege of 
pleasure, escape from work, entertainment, and refreshments in theses spaces.  Show-
stopping fireworks, popular musical acts, and a cold dish of ice cream fit into an upper- 
and middle-class person’s idea of what it meant to be upper- or middle-class. In contrast 
to the rougher entertainments of the day like sporting events, pleasure gardens created a 
demand, and therefore, culture, by focusing on the ideas of what elite people were 
believed to value, such as retreating to their country estates and gardens, along with other 
amusements that were not strictly relegated to the upper classes—street food and 
fireworks.  
Pricing alone was not enough to present a pleasure garden as fit for “genteel” 
people. Proprietors had to assure visitors that their gardens were respectable through 
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advertisements, presenting activities that highlighted the “rural ideal in an urban setting,” 
encouraged women and family units to visit, and emphasized the enforcement of rules.45  
The idea of the pleasure garden as an pastoral escape within the city meant that there was 
something worth escaping from. For the upper classes, this meant escaping 
environmental pollution and the working classes. Pleasure gardens allowed upper- and 
middle-class people the opportunity to relax amongst beautiful plants, listen to music, 
dine on delights, stroll along manicured trees during the day, and witness fireworks at 
nighttime. In their advertisements, proprietors iterated the design and look of their 
gardens. The June 1819 advertisement for the Philadelphia Vauxhall guarantees readers 
that the proprietor has ensured “that the Garden has been fitted up, this spring, in a very 
neat and handsome style.”46 The aesthetic of the garden tied directly into the desired look 
of the visitors. Stubbs argues, the gardens’ proprietors’ generally welcoming attitude, 
which was realized in the reasonable entrance fee, coupled with “ideas of exclusivity,” 
which were realized in enforced codes of conducts and a desired type of “genteel” 
performance, served to reiterate social hierarchies.47 Listed among other entertainments 
New York city had to offer, an 1842 advertisement calls its pleasure garden audience 
“first class of our citizens, who appear delighted at the manner in which things are 
conducted.”48  
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Pleasure gardens provided a landscape for men and women to socialize together, 
something that could not happen at restaurants at this time. While some gardens 
advertised their accommodations for women and children and some focused more on 
sports and were exclusive to gentlemen, most advertised themselves as resorts for both 
sexes, with proprietors specifically interested in securing the patronage of women, since 
ladies actually added to the respectability of their enterprise. Pleasure garden operators 
requested that gentlemen visit their gardens in the company of ladies, since men alone 
represented the feared debauchery of the tavern or sporting events. In his New York 
pleasure garden, Delacroix created an amphitheater that was open to gentlemen only if 
escorted by a lady. In the late 20th century, Michael and Ariane Batterberry comment, “At 
last the local ladies, denied the solace of their friendly neighborhood tavern and scarcely 
tolerated in the theater pit, were openly requested to present themselves publicly in the 
genteel air and ice cream atmosphere of the Gardens.”49 Since women were not 
welcomed by neighborhood taverns, pleasure gardens were an intriguing refuge for 
upper- and middle-class women. Bars and taverns were male-centric spaces where an 
upper- and middle-class woman was only bound to be uncomfortable and turned away; 
therefore, no respectable woman would dare enter such a space. Quinzio notes, “Ladies 
who would not have been seen in other public venues felt comfortable strolling in such 
elegant settings” found at the pleasure gardens.50 The idea of a respectable lady was co-
constructed with the idea of a respectable public place. Thus, if a woman was found 
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unescorted in a restaurant, it was believed that she was a sex worker; therefore, upper- 
and middle-class women chose to dine with a male chaperon in order to not draw 
suspicion as to her purpose. Spaces like pleasure gardens, and later ice cream parlors, 
gave middle-class women security as a consequence of their admission policies, design, 
and purpose. If a pleasure garden included genteel women, it was considered respectable, 
and if a woman attended such entertainments, she herself was seen as respectable.  But at 
the same time, pleasure gardens, as the names suggests, created places for romantic 
encounters. The possibilities of illicit romantic rendezvous were many in a space that was 
created with shaded walkways and corners of plants and sweet-smelling flowers. The 
greenery not only added to the rural idealism of the gardens, but also could add to the 
mystery and seduction of the gardens. However, appropriate romance was often 
encouraged in advertisements. 51 The Morning Herald asserts that Vauxhall Garden “is 
indeed a ‘spot of calm recline, Adorned by nature and by women divine.’”52 
While advertisements for pleasure gardens listed everything from the 
accommodating prices, the “genteel” approved foliage, and their resort refreshments, they 
ignored race. The exclusion of black people from pleasure gardens was part of “a general 
exclusion of free blacks from cultural activities considered to be ‘white.’”53 As long as 
visitors could pay the entrance fee, they were allowed in, regardless of their class, but 
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African Americans were actively barred from pleasure gardens. Gentility was inherently 
white. Keeping black people out of the space unless they were servers was part of what 
kept the space genteel. An 1840 advertisement for a New York garden highlights the 
garden’s wooded areas and entertainment: “Those who delight in sylvan shades, dark 
walks, and genuine negro dancing, should visit this snug retreat, where they can enjoy the 
whole perfection. Talk of rural felicity!”54 Here, we see a rare mention of black people, 
although not as pleasure garden visitors, but as a spectacle. And in addition, there is a 
good chance that these black performers were white minstrel performers in black face, “a 
physical construction of blackness that was under [white] control.”55 Stubbs writes, “By 
forcing African Americans to perform inferiority within the space of the pleasure 
gardens, the superiority of the white patrons was asserted and assured.”56 The landscape 
remained “genteel” because of the unwavering social hierarchy. Minstrelsy was popular 
among pleasure gardens and such acts not only reaffirmed white superiority, but also 
connected the manufactured “rural” landscape with a romantic and pastoral vision of the 
South. White performers in black face were able to control and construct blackness, 
allowing “an entire race to be presented as containable, knowable, and (most importantly) 
inferior.”57  
However, evidence exists of four pleasure gardens built for free and well-off 
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black people, although they never lasted more than one season.58 In 1821 an “African 
Grove” was opened by a free black man, William Alexander Brown, as the first pleasure 
garden in New York for African Americans. The National Advocate announced it as a 
garden “at which the ebony lads and lasses could obtain ice cream, ice punch, and hear 
music from the big drum and clarionet.”59 It was not long, however, before the white 
affluent neighbors on the West Side complained enough for Brown to lose his business 
and declare, “Whites do not know how to behave at entertainments designed for ladies 
and gentlemen of colour.”60 For a landscape that was constructed as “genteel,” its guests 
must be genteel as well. If black people had the ability to be seen as “genteel” than that 
would mean they would have to be treated with respect, which did not fit in the world 
view of the white upper and middle class. Still, middle-class black New Yorkers sought 
out “refined” retreats. The idea that black people provoked white people into bad 
behavior parallels the idea of the unescorted white woman as a temptress. White genteel 
society did not approve of people in situations they could not control, and this anxiety led 
to mockery. The white upper classes “attempted to assert white superiority by mocking 
attempts of blacks to stake a claim to class and society and trying to make them appear 
ridiculous.”61 White upper- and middle-class New Yorkers were insecure with the 
thought that black people would enjoy the same amusements as they did, and this anxiety 
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would extend throughout the 19th century. The black upper class relied on proprietors like 
Brown to create places of consumption that they could experience. Black-run gardens 
mirrored the structure and attractions of white pleasure gardens, focusing on welcoming 
an upper-class respectable crowd, and providing elite refreshments like ice cream. By 
emulating the aesthetic of white pleasure gardens, black gardens gave well off black city 
dwellers an opportunity to claim, “a validity to their identities as American citizens.”62 
Writing in the middle of the 19th century, George G. Foster, a white writer and 
traveler, reminisces about the ice cream gardens:  
Who of our readers remembers…‘Contoit’s Garden?’ Can we ever forget that 
cream—soft-boiled egg sweetened with brown sugar!—and those iron spoons, 
which the negro waiter chuckled conventionally over as he deposited your egg-
glass of ‘refreshments’ upon the little table….For many years Contoit’s was the 
great place in Broadway, and was patronized by all the aristocracy, like Taylor’s 
or Thompson & Weller’s now. Then it was said to be suspicious; and at last the 
evenings were monopolized by a class of visitors who generally brought their 
‘spoons’ (and very soft ones they mostly were,) along with them. At last, 
‘respectable’ people did not like to be seen going there at all, any time of day.63 
 
This quote highlights quite a few concepts including the garden’s anti-blackness. First, 
the “negro waiter” laughs at the iron spoons he provides to the garden’s patrons, 
signifying that he is too unsophisticated to understand what the spoon is used for (even 
though Brown’s garden proves that black people did enjoy ice cream, presumably with 
spoons!). Foster notes that Contoit’s Garden was frequented by “the aristocracy,” until 
the lower classes began to “monopolize’ the garden, who used their fingers as their 
spoons, which was common among those who ate ice cream on the street from peddlers, 
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who did not have spoons to give their customers.  
By the midcentury, working-class people began visiting the gardens on their days 
off or in the evenings. Expensive cultural amusements like opera shifted to lower-class 
amusements like impersonations. Stubbs argues that while such a shift happened at varied 
times throughout the gardens’ histories, the theme of lowbrow acts being a sign of the 
end of pleasure gardens remains constant. The tensions between the upper classes who 
“found their genteel space compromised by inappropriate behavior” and the lower classes 
who “resented the restrictions” turned into riots, destruction of the gardens, theft, and 
vandalism.64  Some gardens began employing “officers” to further enforce codes of 
conduct with fines and charges.   
This tension persuaded the upper and middle classes to find their pastoral resort 
experience at ice cream parlors and ice cream saloons.65 Since pleasure gardens had been 
designed specifically to serve a certain group of people, the departure of their target 
audience led to their demise. When the working class arrived at the gardens to get a taste 
of the entertainments like ice cream, the wealthy left, finding new spaces for ice cream 
consumption, not to be associated with the lower classes they deemed unrespectable. This 
trend had similarly happened with the consumption of sugar. Mintz writes, “Almost 
inevitably, sugar lost many of its special meanings when the poor were also able to eat 
it.”66 An 1891 history of ice cream published in The Times claimed that once the city of 
Philadelphia rapidly grew in the middle of the 19th century, the gardens were bought out 
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and closed up and “when this occurred ice cream saloons became popular.”67 
As pleasure gardens waned, confectioners moved their business to brick and 
mortar parlors in the city. The experience of middle-class men and women socializing in 
the resort-like gardens allowed similar experiences to take place in parlors and dining 
rooms in the city. While parlors would not be able to replicate the wide-ranging 
amusements of the pleasure garden, they still provided an equally respectable place for 
upper- and middle-class women to enjoy their cold scoops among painted walls, ornate 
floral designs, and nods to Europe, all of which mimicked the look of the pleasure 
gardens. Parlors also continued to exclude people, especially black people and the lower 
classes, to keep their spaces “genteel.” The gardens helped enforce ideas of what it meant 
to be a respectable member of the upper classes and ice cream’s place as an elite product 
in the 19th century. The ice cream parlor continued these practices of boundary 
construction, offering a new space in which to perform gentility.  
 
City Cries for Ice Cream: Outside and Inside the Parlor Walls  
The beginning of the 19th century saw many shifts in the way people procured 
their food and consumed their food. After the American Revolution, large cities 
experienced market and transportation revolutions, in which the market economy shifted 
dramatically, making it easier to transport food, manufacture products like ice, and make 
certain foods, such as meat, eggs, and vegetables, cheaper. Susanne Freidberg discusses 
the dropping prices of ice: “from five or six cents per pound in 1827 to anywhere from 
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half a cent to three cents by the early 1830s” and by the mid-century, the “domestic ice 
demand outstripped the overseas trade,” with large cities’ ice consumption increasing 
enormously.68 Ice was now considered a necessity and once ice became more readily 
available, Americans were hooked, with their consumption jumping form “12,000 tons in 
1843 to 65,000 tons in 1847 and 100,000 tons in 1856.”69 By the mid-19th century, 
scientists hoped to find a way to make ice without relying on winter weather, devising 
freezing machines that turned water into ice no matter the season. 70 Taverns, parlors, 
groceries, and restaurants could keep food fresh for longer, not needing to sell their food 
immediately like in the days of the public markets. This meant that the city’s “food 
supply was more reliable and less seasonally dependent in the mid-1800s than it had been 
at the turn of the century.”71 This, in turn, also meant that it was easier to make more ice 
cream regardless of the season.  And with the increase in ice production in the 19th 
century, ice cream found its way into more public places and American society as a 
whole. Nicholas Thomas Low, an Englishmen who spent 40 years in America, discussed 
America’s infatuation with ice cream:  
There are two elements of New York and American life which English tourists 
can never appreciate, nor English readers comprehend. They are ice-creams and 
oysters. It is impossible, in a cool climate like that of England, to imagine the 
luxury of ice, iced drinks, and frozen food and sweetmeats, in a hot one.72 
 
During this time, the high prices of sugar also decreased, making one of ice 
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cream’s key ingredients more accessible than ever.73 Mintz notes, the “price of sugar fell 
by 30 percent between 1840 and 1850, and by a further 25 percent in the next two 
decades.”74 While dropping prices made ice cream more accessible to a wider public, 
spending conspicuously was an important signal of status. “Restaurant dining made 
eating a form of entertainment and an object of conspicuous consumption as well as 
sustenance,” writes Lobel.75 Entertainment and retreat in the form of ice cream moved 
from pleasure gardens to parlors by the middle of the 19th century. This move fell in line 
with the shift from open-air public markets where everyone could shop to separate 
exclusive shopping and dining establishments for the wealthy.76 This transformation in 
the accessibility of food and ice, the way food was eaten, and who spent money on dining 
contributed to the creation of new places for food to be consumed, but it did not change 
the norms and ideas of exclusivity that were established in ice cream consumption 
practices at the beginning of the century. 
Existing alongside the fashionable ice cream parlors and restaurants were the 
peddler stands on crowded city streets. They grew alongside pleasure gardens and 
parlors, but their popularity increased during the second half of the century as ice and 
sugar became cheaper. This landscape of ice cream consumption was not visited by the 
same audience, although it was commented on by the elite. While contaminated ice 
cream was not unheard of in parlors, as I will show, there were greater health concerns on 
 
73 Quinzio, 93. 
74 Mintz, 144. 
75 Lobel, 6.  
76 Lobel, 6. 
 
 32 
the city streets. Ice cream peddlers often reused the same glass containers, known as 
penny-licks, which would only get a quick rinse before the next customers either licked 
the contents or used their fingers, “soft spoons,” to get the ice cream into their mouths. 
One New York Times article from 1895 is headlined, “poisoned by eating cheap ice 
cream.” The article makes it clear that the ice cream eaten by at least 50 children in 
Syracuse was sold by “an Italian vendor on the streets.”77 Many peddlers were Italian 
immigrants, who brought their knowledge of ice cream production to American cities. 
Their little scoops of ice cream, known as “hokeypokey,” or in Italian, “Ecco un poco” 
(translating to “here’s a little”), were avoided by the upper classes.78 Here, on the city 
streets, ice cream although accessible for a couple of pennies, was not part of a luxurious 
spa-like landscape.  
In 1850, “an observer,” wrote City Cries: Or, a Peep at Scenes in Town, which 
painted a picture of the working-class communities of Philadelphia, explaining to 
travelers the purpose of the city’s “noise and confusion.” The chapter on the cries of “ice 
cream” begins by stating that the finest ice cream is served in the city’s ice cream parlors, 
but these establishments, “although they contribute to the gratification of the pubic by 
their excellent confectionery, do not contribute to their amusement, by crying their good 
things in the streets.”79 While the glittering walls of parlors themselves are the 
amusements, street vendors amuse their specific clientele with “their merry song” out on 
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the streets.80 The book declares, “The loudest criers of ice cream, however, are the 
coloured gentlemen, who carry the tin cans containing it, about the streets on their 
shoulders.” Along with immigrants, especially Italian immigrants, free black people were 
common peddlers. Not only is the landscape sensorially different between the noise, 
crowded atmosphere, and temperatures, but the author also claims the products are 
distinct: “Although the African article will not bear a comparison with Parkinson’s, it is 
by no means unpalatable; and considering the half price at which the coloured merchants 
accommodate their juvenile customers, it is a pretty good ‘fip’s worth.’”81 The ice cream 
most likely was not drastically materially different, but the illustration at the beginning of 
the chapter indicates that there is as at least a perceptional difference between the ice 
cream the “coloured merchant” sells and the ice cream that the “countryman” sells. “The 
countryman” peddles “real country ice cream, fresh from the farm, and although cried 
and sold in the streets, the market, and the public squares, it will please the most 
fastidious palate.”82 Although both ice creams are peddled on the streets, the emphasis for 
the countryman’s ice cream is on the freshness of the dairy. Here, we see favor being put 
on ice cream that originates in the pastoral country.  
The change in scenery and experience of ice cream consumption also correlates 
with a change of participants. The “juvenile customers” that the author describes would 
not be allowed unescorted into an ice cream parlor, just as middle-class white women 
were not supposed to stop in the street for a quick scoop. Social norms dictated to upper- 
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and middle-class women that parlors were spaces in which they could get their treat, not 
the city streets as others did.   
In addition to disdaining the noisy atmosphere of urban centers, the upper classes 
often judged the idea that poor people for trading the few cents they had for a scoop.83 A 
writer took a more empathetic approach in an 1884 article on the history of the ice trade 
in Harper’s:  
During the greater part of each year the ice-men are strangers to the poorer 
districts, and it is only in the hottest weather that the haggard women and scantily 
clad children of the swarming tenements are driven to break the rule of 
compulsory economy, and surround the lumbering, cavernous carts…and [make] 
tiny offerings of small change in return for temporary relief from the tortures of 
an almost tropic sun.84 
 
On the city streets, the working classes did not get refuge from the “tropic sun” with their 
ice cream, yet they made the choice for pleasure, as ice cream was an affordable luxury 
all people enjoyed. While for the wealthy woman, ice cream was an enjoyable snack, for 
the children of tenements, ice cream brought them incomparable joy and relief from the 
summer heat. The contrasts between paying for a dish on the streets and having a dish 
served to you on a marble-top table were in the landscape, quantities of product, and the 
cost. Peddlers’ ice cream was in the reach of a poor families’ budget because all that they 
were paying for was the ice cream. When a woman stopped by Taylor’s, she paid for the 
atmosphere and aesthetic, and the assurance that she would be seated by other women 
just like her. The physical aesthetic of the landscape included the “right” consumers. Just 
as women contributed to the respectability of an ice cream parlor, their presence also 
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signaled to people for what kind of person the parlor would open its doors for.  And just 
as the spas and pleasure gardens promoted pleasure and rest, so too did the ice cream 
parlor.  
 
. Ice Cream Palaces: Ice Cream Parlors in the Mid-Century City   
By the middle of the 19th century, the upper and middle classes were no longer 
enjoying ice cream at outdoor pleasure gardens, but instead purchased ice cream in 
exclusive indoor establishments. Parlors, aptly named, closely resembled the semi-public 
domain of the upper-class home parlor as “restaurant designers used lavish furnishings 
and opulent interiors in order to replicate the domestic parlor and thus create female-
friendly niches in the public sphere of the commercial city.”85 Both landscapes, the elite 
home parlor and the ice cream parlor, were female-centric safe spaces. This opulent 
design style was employed to discourage some and welcome others. Taking inspiration 
from French establishments of the 17th century and European spas generally, ice cream 
parlor owners used design to draw in their target audience and to promote the parlors as a 
status symbol. The Spa, a San Francisco ice cream parlor, according to the San Francisco 
Chronicle, “cannot fail to be the resort of its class” with the marble tiles, oak carvings, its 
sheer size, frescoed ceiling, and ice cream made in house.86 Going beyond the furnishings 
of elite home parlors, ice cream parlor proprietors gave a nod towards their pleasure 
garden precursors, with spa-inspired designs, which were realized in the tiling, floral 
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details, and the use of marble, all elements that helped the parlor appear as a retreat. The 
design of parlors, similar to the concept of spa culture, found its inspiration in Europe. 
Haley writes, “For those Americans who chose to be conspicuous in their spending, it 
was necessary to look to Europe, where an authentic, hereditary nobility set the standard 
for what constituted enviable wealth.”87 And in America, ideas of wealth existed within 
the ice cream parlors.  
The design of the parlor can be further visualized by juxtaposing it to the city 
streets. These two distinct places of ice cream consumption were contrasted in the August 
15, 1868 issue of Harper’s with an illustration of a glamorous parlor room next to a 
depiction of a busy city street outside of “Bowery Garten.” While we can’t see where the 
parlor is located, the accompanying article reveals that it exists on Broadway, while the 
street vendor sells his scoops in the working-class neighborhood of the Bowery: “those 
two great arteries of the city, filled almost to bursting with such different blood.” The 
parlor scene (fig. 1) highlights two fashionably dressed women and their male companion 
sitting at an ornate table on a shiny black and white tile floor. In the background are more 
fashionable dressed people, and you can make out that the glass window advertises “ice 
cream.” The foreground of the street scene depicts children waiting in line, including a 
girl in tattered clothing holding a broom, for the peddler to scoop out a treat. The only 
shelter from the blazing sun is an umbrella. The article’s author concludes, “Each scene is 
a very frequent one; but you never see the Broadway character in the Bowery, and the 
Bowery waifs do not deign to lunch on Broadway….and, thanks in part to an efficient 
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police, the nuisances of street eating counters are not often found on Broadway.”88 This 
article claims that the boundaries of ice cream consumption landscapes were policed by a 
literal police force with at least the threat of violence. Lobel notes, “If their appearance 
did not give away their class status, their manner of eating surely would have. For no 
self-respecting young lady or gentleman would have eaten anything on the streets, let 
alone out of a cone.” 89  In this way, “self-respecting” ladies were also policed by social 
norms, possibly being denied the pleasure of a hokeypokey. The parlor’s “marble floor, 
mahogany tables, crystal dishes, bright lighting, and well-dressed patrons suggest a very 
different atmosphere for eating the very same item.”90  
Despite ice cream’s growing accessibility to the lower classes, the ice cream 
parlor preserved ice cream’s connection to wealth and luxury though the design and 
purpose of its physical spaces.91 Woloson writes, “Early ice cream saloons, places of 
luxury and indulgence, represented the same values as the pleasure gardens, but 
reconfigured them as indoor retreats in closer proximity to urban consumers.”92 Ice cream 
parlors followed pleasure gardens in sustaining European spa culture. Parlors functioned 
like retreats from the crowd of cities, but rather than manicured trees and shrubs, tables 
were framed by ornate mirrors, gold leaf chandeliers, and plush velvet cushions. 93 An 
upper- or middle-class woman, upon entering a parlor, would be transported from the 
experience of a busy shopping day to a moment of rest and refuge in a cool and heavily 
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decorated room. Rather than being surrounded by anyone on the streets, you were assured 
that you were seated next to like-minded and dressed women. I argue that although these 
were now indoor retreats, pastoralism was not over. Even as ice cream consumption was 
no longer outdoors, the design of the parlors still hinted at nature and the restful and safe 
space that the parlor indorsed still suggested spa culture.  
The Arcadian design of the parlors was mirrored visually in their advertisements. 
Trade cards for Benjamin D. Gill’s Confectionary depict two young girls dressed up as 
adults in elaborate women’s silk dresses, feathered hats, and jewels, above the scripted 
words “Ice Cream, Fancy Cakes.”94 Here, ice cream and sweets are connected to child-
like innocence and also to wealth. Children, like ladies, were seen as delicate and pure, 
ideas that were also attributed to sugar. Information for John Pepper’s Brooklyn 
confectionary and ice cream shop is overlaid on a brightly colored illustration of a 
delicate white female hand holding a small bouquet of flowers and dressed in jewelry 
(fig. 2).95 This construction of a feminine aesthetic connects the ice cream parlor to ideas 
of pastoralism, further enforcing the idea that this ice cream consumption site was a 
resort for white respectable women.  
While pleasure gardens sought the patronage of gentlemen and ladies, the ice 
cream parlor became a white, wealthy, female-centric space. Lobel notes that places for 
ladies to eat or ladies’ eateries were synonymous with “ice creameries” or “ice cream 
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parlors,”96 and these spaces were to white middle-class women what the restaurant was 
the middle-class men. During the 19th century, the restaurant was a space dedicated to 
men, as it was believed by the upper classes “that the commercial, public sphere might 
corrupt” ladies.97 To patronize a restaurant, women needed male chaperones and even 
then, their reputation could be in question. Ice cream parlors were spaces that women 
could frequent safely and without negative judgment. Haley explains, “Ornate ice cream 
parlors specializing in small lunches, sweets, and, of course, ice cream—were often the 
only restaurants outside department stores where a woman unaccompanied by a male 
escort could dine without raising eyebrows.”98 Ice cream parlors did not just provide a 
proper space for women to eat, but they also gave women a space where they did not 
have to worry about being in contact with questionable men like they would at restaurants 
or bars. The ideology of gendered spheres was both a way to control a woman’s 
autonomy and normalize the fear of male violence. The focus on respectability and the 
fear of real violence frightened women into staying passive and obedient in particular 
public spaces. Upper- and middle-class women enjoyed visiting parlors because of the 
experience they offered. They could rest from their errands and lives as homemakers, 
gossip with friends, and know that their reputation was secured. 99 If not for these parlors, 
upper- and middle-class white women would have few options of retreat. However, such 
 
96 Lobel, 126. 
97 Haley, 147. 
98 Haley, 82. 
99 Wilson and Groth, 182. Wilson and Groth discuss the middle-class ideology of gendered spaces 
in their work focusing on San Francisco in the early 20th century. They explain this ideology of 
gendered spheres as follows: “Women were believed to be endangered by strange men, and thus 
when the cares of the household took them outside the home, for example to shop and run 
errands, spaces were created to segregate them from potentially dangerous men.” 
 
 40 
resort-like privileges were withheld from the working classes and people of color, who 
were denied resort spaces.  
The refreshments offered were also particular to women. At first, parlors focused 
on small, non-alcoholic refreshments, similar to European spas. Haley describes an 
advertisement for a parlor that notes “that ice cream was available, a guarantee in the 
idiom of the age that the restaurant was respectable and did not serve alcohol.”100 Along 
with tea and coffee, the Temperance Movement promoted ice cream. Writing about 
England’s various consumption rates, Mintz notes that while alcohol consumption rose, 
“the consumption of tea and other ‘temperance’ beverages grew even faster.” 
Temperance alternatives like soda, ice cream, and tobacco, never replaced alcohol, rather 
they just became competitors.101 Establishments that wanted to create an atmosphere 
appropriate for ladies made sure to separate themselves from restaurants and bars by 
prohibiting the sale of alcohol, which sent middle-class women the message that they 
were people who did not drink. An 1874 article on Brooklyn’s ice cream history asserts 
that “the average Brooklynite in Summer is induced to solace his woes by either taking 
refuge in the wicked ‘smash,’ [or] the moral ice cream.”102 Taylor’s and Thompson’s, 
two of the premier New York parlors, providing refuge and solace for women, “nobly 
denied themselves the easy profits realized from the indiscriminate sale of alcoholic 
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beverages, and concentrated on wooing the sort of women who would rather have starved 
to death than enter a restaurant alone.”103 But of course women did not starve at parlors. 
They were catered to and parlor menus grew to include heartier options. While it was 
originally believed by parlor owners that women only wanted a light fare, middle-class 
women proved to have larger appetites. In the case of Taylor’s and Thompson’s, both 
began as ice cream shops, yet “grew into vast and opulent full-service restaurants that 
catered to refined ladies and their escorts.”104  George G. Foster’s description of a 
fashionable parlor includes the menu, which notably lacks liquor:  
You see we have an extensive bill of fare here—ice cream—oysters, stewed, 
fried, and broiled; —broiled chickens, omelettes, sandwiches; boiled and poached 
eggs; boiled ham; beef-steak, coffee, chocolate, toast and butter—our fine ladies 
who visit here between their shopping calls, their visitations or their 
millineryings, are not likely to go hungry for want of a substantial lunch, any 
more than their lords and masters down town….you will see that ladies have 
appetites and stomachs as well as the rest of creation.105  
 
 Along with temperance, the connection between women and ice cream parlors 
went beyond physical spaces meant for female consumers. Gender took on deeper 
meaning with the ice cream parlor than it did at the pleasure garden. For decades, 
sweetness and sugar had been associated with femininity, along with health. According to 
Mintz, English doctor Frederick Slare claimed that sugar was medicinal, and that 
women’s refined palates made them the target consumers of sweets.106 Our modern-day 
trope of women digging into a pint of Häagen-Dazs to heal heartbreak stems from a much 
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longer connection between femininity and sweetness and women’s lack of control over 
their passions. In her introduction to her book on sugar in 19th century America, Woloson 
writes that sugar’s “economic devaluation coincided with its cultural demotion” and “by 
the end of the nineteenth century, consumer and consumed had become entirely 
conflated: sweets had been feminized, and women were sweet.”107 She also adds, “Aiding 
sugar’s feminization was the widely held assumption that as a nonessential good with 
little nutritional value, sugar most likely appealed to the cravings of women and 
children—groups of the population assumed to have little control over their mental and 
physical impulses, which led them to desire things neither necessary nor practical.”108 
This catering to middle-class women’s desires grew as consumer culture expanded in 
growing cities. 
Sweetness and women were also linked with the activity of shopping. Department 
stores emerged at the same time as ice cream parlors, and many ladies’ eateries were built 
inside the walls of these shopping palaces. Parlors were thought of as necessary places 
for women to spend a relaxing moment after a few hours of shopping, a retreat within the 
city. Batterberry and Batterberry set the scene: “After a hard hour’s shopping at 
Stewart’s, most of his crinolined patrons found themselves in need of a little resuscitation 
at Taylor’s and Thompson’s gilded ice cream saloons directly across the street.”109 R.H. 
Fish’s Chicago parlor claimed to be a space where “Ladies will find here a cool, quiet, 
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and attractive resort,” a place to rest their feet and set down their shopping bags. 110 
While ice cream parlors gave middle-class white women spaces of their own in 
response to the male-dominated restaurants and bars, these social spaces were not 
accepting of working-class women or women of color. Just as the early 19th-century 
restaurants, ice cream parlors were restricted by class and race, and the opulent design of 
parlors and their location in elite neighborhoods played a strong role in promoting this 
exclusivity. Misleadingly, in Forty Years of American Life, Low pontificated: “The ice-
creams are the most universal luxury. They are served in public gardens, in saloons that 
hold a thousand people, at the large confectioners.”111 However, in his observations, Low 
overlooks the working classes and people of color. To Low, universal means ice cream is 
easily found at white upper- and middle-class gathering spots, from pleasure gardens to 
saloons. The exclusivity of ice cream parlors existed within a wider discourse of city life, 
which for upper- and middle-class city dwellers confirmed that the culture of leisure was 
ideal and the norm.  Yet, an 1891 Philadelphia article on ice cream history claims, “In 
fact ice cream is now in great demand and very popular in this city with all classes and 
conditions of people, from the street urchins to the fashionable West Walnut street 
millionaires.”112 
Even as ice cream parlors were developed as appropriate places for middle- and 
upper-class women, negative connotations inevitably emerged. Like pleasure gardens, ice 
cream parlors were public spaces that allowed for amorous possibilities. A Harper’s 
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Weekly article from 1877 suggested that women could be seduced with ice cream: “‘Yes,’ 
said she, ‘a dish of ice-cream relaxes the muscles of my heart; but two dishes—oh, two 
dishes!—make me feel as though I could love on and on for-ever.’ So he ordered the 
waiter to bring on another dish, and counted not on the cost.”113 Since women were free 
to frequent their marble-clad rooms without escorts, upper- and middle- class men 
worried that women would choose distasteful company.114 And among customers, it was 
the middle-class women who worried more about maintaining their status as they “sought 
to gain entry to the halls of power and respectability.” On the other hand, according to 
Lobel, “Upper-class ladies managed to maintain their status despite questionable 
behavior,” which exposes the idea of respectability as a mere concept meant to control 
social hierarchies. 115 Visiting the parlor with friends or family allowed middle-class 
women to ensure their perceived respectability and status. But critics saw beneath the 
glitz of the parlor’s landscape, claiming the space still enabled activity that one would 
find at a tavern. An 1866 New York Times article announcing the closing of Taylor’s 
discusses this hypocrisy of a space constructed to protect woman only to often expose 
middle-class woman to illicit behavior. After mentioning that Taylor’s was “for a long 
time…the only respectable place where ladies could go unattended by a gentlemen and 
gratify their appetites, rendered sharp by their shopping excursions,” the article’s author 
hints at both innocent teenage meetings and people “who were not over particular as to 
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the company they kept.”116 In his social commentary New York by Gaslight, George G. 
Foster gives readers an “escape for a time from the darkness and the lurid glare of gas-
light” with a lengthy description of a “fashionable ice-creamery.” Foster observes, “Here 
and there, however are a couple of tender doves sweetening the cream of courtship with 
Vanilla, or giving a relish to the curdled sentiment of matrimony with lemon essence.”117 
This appropriate amount of romance is shadowed by a harsh judgment: “Yonder are a 
middle-aged man and woman in deep and earnest conversation. They are evidently man 
and wife—though not each other’s!”118 
In addition to the fear of illicit romances, ice cream itself was also perceived as a 
possible danger. Throughout the 19th century, a debate existed among the pages of 
newspapers and journals, in which one side defended ice cream as a healthful food, one 
to be prescribed to sickly patients, and the other saw it as toxic, with countless articles 
bearing titles like “Poisoned by the Score.”119 While there were claims that ice cream was 
a better way to relieve thirst than ice-cold liquid and parlors advertised ice cream as a 
“new cure for a distressing disease” and  a food “[which] has been frequently used with 
great benefit, in place of cod liver oil,” ice cream, in fact, was quite potentially 
dangerous.120 121  Milk was one of the top ingredients of health concern in the 19th 
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century. According to Mendelson, the increased demand for milk meant a supply that 
“came from dozens or hundreds of cows herded into crowded, filthy milking sheds next 
to breweries or distilleries, where dairyists thriftly bought up the wastes for fodder.” This 
practice led to poor quality and potentially dangerous “swill” milk.122 In 1858, “Boston 
banned its own swill dairies,” whereas “New York City’s remained legal until 1873.” 
Luckily, city dwellers were able to get country milk delivered via steamboats and the 
railroad.123 Still, dairy could also become contaminated by the way it was stored, and ice 
cream’s other crucial ingredient, ice, was similarly a health concern as it was often 
harvested from bodies of water full of sewage dump.124 Ice cream parlors attempted to 
convince customers that their products would not harm them, advertising them as fresh 
and from the country.125 Again, we see a preference for fresh country milk. Even as the 
ice cream parlor existed in the city, it subscribed to the ideals of the pastoral and rurality. 
Country milk acted as a symbol for freshness and health.  
This dichotomy between the city and the country is expressed in an 1890’s 
fictional story in Godey’s Lady’s Book entitled “Lou’s Idea.” Godey’s, a women’s 
magazine that was started in the 1830s, was aspirational and promoted idealized 
situations or outcomes to inspire readers, but these situations or outcomes were actually 
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rare.126 Lou’s story gives us clues to how ice cream consumption was both aspirational 
and raced. Looking back in time, this is a tale of three self-sufficient sisters who lived 
pleasantly together in a village cottage yet yearned to have the funds for a pilgrimage to 
the mountains. One evening, Lou tells her sisters that when in the city last she overhead 
two women say how they had journeyed there “just on the purpose to get a glass of ice-
cream, a luxury she had not tasted since she left home.”127 The women also remarked, “If 
only it had an ice cream saloon, or something of the sort, so we wouldn’t be obliged to 
travel three miles after it in boiling-hot weather like this.”128 So, Lou suggested to her 
sisters that they fill the village’s void by opening a parlor. After getting all the necessary 
equipment and ingredients, which included “a patent improved cream freezer, sugar, 
chocolate, vanilla,” Bess “illuminated in dainty fashion” cards to advertise the parlor. 
Their furniture was replaced with “antique stands,” the parlor was covered in “blooming 
sweetness,” and the menu’s letters were in gold. Designing their village home parlor in a 
similar fashion as city parlors, the sisters emulated the same ideas of wealth and 
pastoralism.   
The sisters “decided it would not be in keeping with [their] dignity to appear 
[themselves] as waitresses, so Bess…returned with three mulatto maidens,” who had “the 
privilege of carrying home what ice-cream remained after the evening’s campaign should 
have closed.”129  To make it clear to their guests that “these dusky damsels” were the 
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waitresses, the sisters labelled them, “respectively, Strawberry, Chocolate, and Vanilla, 
each carrying the flavor designated by her name…being further characterized by a 
chocolate rose, or cream colored ribbon, adorning the tip end of each woolly and rampant 
pig-tail.”130 Because of the accepted association between women and sweetness, women 
and girls were often compared to sweets like ice cream. An example is found in an 1875 
Godey’s Lady’s Book story, in which a wealthy white girl is likened to the joy of ice 
cream on a hot summer day: “Miss Weffington, a charming girl, as delicious as an ice 
cream.”131 In the context of Miss Weffington’s story, the comparison is positive. 
However, for Lou’s “dusky damsels,” the conflation is patronizing and dehumanizing. In 
her book Racial Indigestion, Kyla Wazana Tompkins analyzes the 1850’s “trope of the 
black body as edible object.” She explains that literature used “the image of the black 
body, metaphorized as food, in conjunction with the project of construing…the idea of 
whiteness.”132 Making the black girls edible legitimizes the white sisters as ice cream 
parlor owners, as they are in the position of creating the food and commodifying the girls, 
implying they could be eaten along with it.  
At the end of the story, due to the success of their home ice cream parlor, the 
sisters were able to go off to the mountains. Even towards the turn of the 20th century, ice 
cream suggested luxury. The sisters decided to start their own ice cream parlor in their 
home in order to have the privilege of visiting the mountains, a pastoral setting, which, in 
turn improved their lives and marriage possibilities as two of the three sisters get engaged 
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to people they meet in the mountains. Ice cream as a product and ice cream as a business 
were aspirational and while three white sisters outside of the city figured out a way to 
obtain the benefits of the parlor, ice cream parlors were not beneficial in the same way 
for people of color. The waitresses get to take home the leftover ice cream at the end of 
the day; so, while ice cream is depicted as a universal treat, the parlor itself is depicted as 
a white space with black service. The sisters take a risk in becoming shop owners and de-
domesticating a part of their home in order to rise socially. The story also shows that part 
of their social rise was due to their ability to retreat to nature after making enough money 
from the parlor.  
White upper- and middle-class people did not want to socially mix with lower-
class or black people in their public spaces unless there was a clear distinction in their 
roles, like that between Lou’s sisters and their black waitresses. An 1864 caricature 
imaged a post-Abolition world in which there was the mingling of black and white 
people. In the middle of the illustration are a black woman and white man eating ice 
cream at a table (fig. 4). The black woman is obviously excited about the ice cream, to 
which the white man, Republican editor Horace Greely, exclaims, “Miss Snowball we 
have at least reached our political and social Paradise, Isn’t it ecstatic?” Once again, a 
black woman is labeled as a commodity.  The cartoonist created the image knowing that 
readers would be appalled by this idea of “paradise,” fearful of what it would mean to 
share space in public places that white people believed were designed for them.133 What 
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made ice cream parlors a paradise to upper- and middle-class women was that black 
women were not welcomed and did not eat ice cream alongside them or their male 
companions. This racist fear is also clear in the “Darktown Comic” series of printmaking 
from Currier and Ives. Throughout the over-one hundred prints made between 1870 and 
1890 runs the theme: “black attempts at engaging in white activities ending in chaos.”134 
Two of the prints tell the imagined story of a black women not being able to indulge in 
ice cream the way that a white person of the leisure class could (fig. 5). In the first image, 
a black woman in fashionable dress, holding an exaggerated feathered fan, looks 
expectantly at a tower of ice cream being carried into the parlor room by a black waiter. 
She says to her male companion, “Oh, dat lubly cream! seems as I could nebber git 
enuf!”135  The next scene lets the reader know that the woman had too much as we see 
her wrapped in a blanket, sitting on a stove with a boiling kettle on her hair (fig. 6), to 
warm up her body after over consumption. Her fan is hung up on the wall, mirroring her 
defeat. As he walks out of the room, her companion says, “Golly! Guess you’s done got 
enuf dis time.”136 Just like the other prints in the series, these two bolster “the widely 
accepted pictorial stereotype of the African American as kinky-haired, thick-lipped, 
wide-eyed, simian creature that could not even pretend to live like white Americans, 
despite emancipation.” Ice cream, like horse racing or concerts as the Darktown comic 
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series showed, was used as a motif to ridicule black folks’ efforts to “engage” in white 
leisured activities.137  
Ice cream parlor proprietors saw their spaces as white spaces and thus black 
customers were not allowed to participate. Proprietors also relied on white upper- and 
middle-class woman to assist in co-constructing the parlor’s respectability. While there 
was anxiety about the lower classes and black people, along with the fears of illicit 
relationships and health concerns, ice cream parlors were able to sustain upper-class ideas 
of rest and retreat through their customers, design, and advertisements.  
 
“Its fizziest and most fascinating form”: The Late 19th-Century Ice Cream Soda 
Fountain and its Legacy 
 “There is the succulent sound of a syrupy pout, a gentle fizz and gurgling gush, a 
delicate splash, as a lump of ice cream finds its way from a big metal scoop in the depths 
of the crystal glass, another agitato, a-passionate, furioso top off fizz, and the fair 
‘guzzler’ of Gotham is served with her ice cream soda”; this is the scene one would find 
walking into a New York city soda fountain, according to an 1887 article titled 
“Woman’s Favorite Tipple.”138 In this case, the tipple, usually in reference to an alcoholic 
drink, is the ice cream soda. The article’s author claims that New Yorkers drink much 
more ice cream soda than anywhere else, “from early morn till — eve the stream of 
femininity and the stream of soda pass, ceaselessly, behind the window shades of the 
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confectioner’s, where the delicacy is supposed to be served in its fizziest and most 
fascinating form.”139 
The fizz was produced by carbonated water, a direct descendant of spa water. In 
the 18th century, scientists discovered that they could artificially carbonate water, which 
propelled “spa waters” into public popularity and consumption. Touted for its many 
therapeutic and medicinal properties, soda water began to be sold at pharmacies. The 
fountain apparatus itself was novel and evolved from just being a section of a pharmacy 
to becoming the main spectacle of a shop.140 The fountain was a destination in a similar 
way that the pleasure gardens were. Instead of retreating to a garden for an exciting 
firework show or concert, patrons retreated to the cooling room of the soda fountain 
where they witnessed a technological accomplishment, the soda fountain itself.  
The soda fountain became the nexus of middle-class ice cream consumption by 
the end of the 19th century. A full-page spread in the Richmond Dispatch advertises the 
many benefits of a new turn-of-the-century department store, claiming that “the soda-
fountain and restaurant will fill a void long wished for and desired by the fair sex.”141 
Still by the end of the 19th century, ice cream consumption landscapes promised upper- 
and middle-class women a space in which to rest and refuel.  The connection of ice cream 
consumption to shopping further highlights the co-construction of women as active 
consumers.  
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Many soda fountains were originally accessible to businessmen, who frequented 
pharmacies during the workday for some relief from various ailments. By the middle of 
the 19th century, pharmacies were specifically creating areas “where ladies could sip their 
soda waters in a more refined atmosphere, away from men,” in order to secure female 
customers. The stores that catered specifically to white female customers “offered drinks 
that were less medicinal and more flavorful,” and were sold with whimsical names like 
“queen’s favorite.”142 The flavors included pineapple and vanilla, which was a spice also 
touted for its medicinal properties.  
Soda water came to be thought of as an American drink: “As essentially 
American as porter, Rhine wine, and claret are distinctively English, German, and 
French,”143 an 1891 Harper’s Weekly article reads. Just as America adopted pleasure 
gardens from the British model, Americans took the European invention of soda water 
and made it their own, and soda fountains became a new city-based retreat. An 1882 New 
York article describes such a fountain retreat: “Marble-top tables will range down one 
side of the room while the selves and counter will be stocked with choicest confectionery, 
and a soda fountain will supply cooling beverage. Springville feels they need and can 
well support such a luxury, and we shall take pride in sustaining so inviting a resort.”144 
The soda fountain resort, especially catered to women with the ice cream soda. B.H. & 
Co of Buffalo, New York, concludes an 1889 advertisement with the promise of “the best 
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ice cream soda or it wouldn’t be a woman’s resort.”145 
If soda water was an American drink, the ice cream soda was even more an 
epitome of American tastes. Adding ice cream transformed the soda, exciting 
customers.146 Harper’s claimed, “It is a suggestive fact that no natural food or drink has 
appealed so widely to the imagination as this purely artificial compound.”147 At the soda 
fountain, ice cream transformed from an innocent and ephemeral pleasure to a man-made 
compound that was served within a man-made feat, soda water. Soda water was more 
accessible and cheaper than ice cream itself. In 1891, Mary Gay Humphreys elucidates in 
Harper’s, “The millionaire may drink champagne while the poor man drinks beer, but 
they both drink soda-water.”148 Yet, while the experience of soda water might have been 
available to a wider population, the fountain shops, just like the pleasure gardens, focused 
on “catering to different crowds of people based primarily on gender and class.”149 Soda 
fountains that sold tobacco, a temperance alternative to alcohol, leaned towards catering 
to men, while fountains that were built near or in department stores catered to women. 
The ice cream soda was popular enough that many shop owners believed that it was 
crucial to maintain business. In a 1900 issue of Meyer Brother’s Druggist, a St. Louis 
pharmacist trade journal, an experienced druggist provided advice for running a 
successful business. He claimed that excessive advertisement is unnecessary if you sell 
ice cream soda: “Ice cream soda water is a good trade winner. We dispense ice cream 
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soda at 5 cents a glass, and it pays not only for the small per cent on each glass, but by 
the many customers it brings in.”150 Just as ice cream was a draw for pleasure gardens 
and the focus of parlors, the trend and popularity of the ice cream soda brought customers 
into fountains’ spaces.  
Advertisements also appealed to women and their desire for an Arcadian escape. 
W.H. Read advertised his fountain as paradise: “Under his large fan, and drink a glass of 
ice-cream soda from his new marble soda fountain, finest in the world and you will think 
you are in paradise.”151 Another advertisement for W.H. Read’s fountain is titled, “Cape 
May for 5 cents,” implying a nickel would transport the consumer to a summer vacation 
on the Cape without ever having to leave the city.152 Similar to trade cards for ice cream 
parlors, trade cards for soda fountains displayed images of girls, nature, and feminine 
details. An 1887 trade card for “Cherry Malt Phosphites” depicts a young girl dressed in a 
silk dress, lying on silk cushions and sweetly cuddling with three kittens and a dog (fig. 
7). This cute and child-like image connects with the back’s description, which plays on 
the nurturing stereotype of women. It reads, “For mothers with young children it is 
unequalled and can be taken with the impunity by the most delicate lady.”153 Again, we 
see a connection between delicate females, sugar, and medicine. Nodding to the pastoral 
romanticism of the beginning of the century which was acted out in pleasure gardens, an 
advertisement for B. Huppler’s fine confectionary of ice cream and soda water (fig. 8) 
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depicts a pastoral landscape framed with flowers and greenery, far away from their 
Brooklyn location.154 And under an image of butterflies swirling around a soda glass, an 
advertisement for Krell and Math’s fountain read, “Sipping our fruit flavors with 
appreciative unction on a warm day, lovers of what is delicious, like the flies and 
butterflies, gather around.”155 The feminine and pastoral aesthetic of the ice cream parlor 
extended into the soda fountain and was seen through the advertisements and design of 
the physical space.  
Originally in the mid-19th century, the design of fountains, when they still 
occupied space within pharmacies, was akin to the “ice cream palaces” of the same era. 
They were a space that allowed customers to “escape the sordid element of the city while 
in the city.”156 Humphrey’s Harper’s article explains, “In a well-remembered corner drug 
store the cloudcapped towers and gorgeous palaces recently revealed in the Tempest 
seemed to have suddenly materialized in all their unearthly splendor.”157 Here, Humphrey 
equates the set of Shakespeare’s The Tempest—arches, gilded walls, and chandeliers—to 
the soda fountain. This elaborate decoration encouraged consumers to buy the product. 
To be surrounded by images of Greek mythology and gilded details made customers feel 
wealthy, which in turn strengthened their desire to spend their time and money there. An 
illustration of a soda fountain (fig. 9) exhibited in “machinery hall,” from 1876, is 
adorned with a sculpture of a nude woman, marble, floral embellishments, and embossed 
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with the word Vichy, the French spa city.158 Advertisements for fountains also 
emphasized this aesthetic. Adorned by roses, an ad for L.D. Fleming & Son’s (fig. 10) 
“superior ice cream soda” declares that it is “drawn from the handsomest draught stand in 
the state.”159 Both the fountain itself and the product, the ice cream soda, are promised to 
be excellent and beautiful. The consumption of an ice cream soda at the soda fountain, 
like a dish of ice cream at the ice cream parlor or pleasure garden, was more than just the 
ice cream commodity. Upper- and middle-class customers, specifically women, were 
paying for the experience, which in the case of soda fountains included the “handsome” 
and embellished fountain from which the therapeutic water sprayed, an entertainment 
itself. 
Towards the end of the 19th century, this design style gave way to a modern, 
sleeker look, one that suggested cleanliness and coolness. In her 1891 history of the soda 
fountain, Humphreys wrote, “To heighten illusion in the national cry for ice in summer, 
which each year grew louder, the soda-water manufactures forsook Greece and the 
goddesses, and the Eros, the Diana, the Helicon gave way to the Frost King, the Snow-
drop, the Icicle, the Avalanche, the Aurora Borealis, the North Pole, created with frosted 
nickel-plate to simulate the jagged ice of the polar-regions, over which scrambled polar-
bears.”160 A shift occurred when the fountains’ design moved away from classical 
imagery to a more generally understood visual vocabulary that signified coldness and 
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cleanliness. This shift also suggests that the proprietors of soda fountains believed that 
women had different priorities. While a place of retreat and leisure was still sought, 
women were now believed to be more concerned with a hygienic and cool atmosphere.  
Having a space that appeared clean and cool diminished fears of ice cream poisoning 
which continued towards the end of the century. Owners believed if the shop appeared 
sparkling, their customers would feel that their safety was taken into account. The 
proprietor of a Buffalo soda fountain announced in the Buffalo Commercial in 1892 that 
“Ice cream soda to be truly delicious must be handled with utmost care.” He claims, “Our 
mammoth fountains have been relined all water for soda filters clear as crystal through 
clean, white sand…All glasses and spoons are carefully cleansed, polished and placed in 
cold storage.”161The focus of the fountains returned to the importance and quality of the 
spa waters and therefore, the ice cream.   
The ad for the department store in the Richmond Dispatch nodded to the 
aesthetics of winter: “The decorations are simple and effective, representing the fleeting 
winter, whilst the merchandise itself, all for spring, waves an airy kiss of farewell to 
winter.” 162 And a trade card for Tufts’ Arctic Soda depicts a family of elegantly dressed 
polar bears enjoying ice cream sodas (fig. 11). The polar bears emphasize Arctic 
temperatures compared to the city’s hot weather noted by the thermometer in the right-
hand corner. While the customers are served by a polar bear in an apron, we get a peek of 
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the true labor of the soda fountain in the back. In contrast to the clean bears is a bird-like 
devilish creature tending to the fountain’s furnaces. Whilst a fountain may appear cool to 
their customers, the back of house was hot with boilers and engines for making ice 
cream.163  Also hidden from the fountains’ customers are those who labor over the ice 
cream making. In the case of the “Arctic Soda” advertisement, the laboring creature is 
presumably a black or European immigrant employee.164  
At the turn of the century, soda fountains were still highly segregated when it 
came to race. Black Americans did not get to sit at the same marble-countertops that 
white middle-class city dwellers did. Caricatures from the end of the 19th century show 
that anxiety over racial mixing was evident also in the South. In her book To Live and 
Dine in Dixie, Angela Jill Cooley discusses the fear of “bodily contamination” if black 
people occupied white space, specifically at sites of consumption.165 The anxiety also 
connected consumption with sex and mirrored the fears of middle-class white woman 
bringing questionable men into parlors. Young women frequented soda fountains and 
lunch counters and white citizens believed that these women needed to be protected, not 
just from men, but from black men, specifically.166 While it was “acceptable to eat food 
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that had been prepared and served by black hands,” it was deemed “inappropriate to eat 
that same food sitting beside black diners.”167 White people did not want to share what 
they thought of as their space any more at the turn of the century than they did at the 
beginning of the 19th century when that space was filled with trees and flowering 
walkways. It is difficult to say how many black people worked in the parlors and 
fountains. Most newspaper articles that mention servers depict them as white ladies or 
men, although there is evidence that black women and men owned such 
establishments.168 Several newspaper published articles entitled “The Origin of Ice 
Cream” in which they credit “oddly enough, a negro by the name of Jackson” as the 
inventor ice cream and the owner of a fashionable confectionary.169 And advertisements 
like the one of “Arctic soda,” suggest that black people worked behind the scenes. For a 
century, black hands were allowed to serve ice cream, but not permitted to enjoy it beside 
white folk.  
The same exclusionary ideas of these spaces moved into the 20th century. 
Although much more obvious in the Jim Crow south, segregated spaces of consumption 
were the norm at the beginning of the new century. One of the reasons that the lunch 
counter sit-ins of the 1960s were so impactful was because of the specific landscape that 
was chosen for the act of resistance. Even as fountains and lunch counters began serving 
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black customers, black paying customers still could not sit in the eateries. As protest, 
black students begin enacting “sit-ins,” demanding service at lunch counters. One of the 
earliest occurred on February 1, 1960 at a Greensboro, North Carolina Woolworth’s 
lunch counter, a chain that had added “‘refreshment rooms,’ which later resembled high-
end restaurants in their look and service.”170  By the middle of the 20th century, 
Woolworth’s was a fast-food eatery, but its history of exclusionary practices made the 
Greensboro sit-in momentous. Cooley argues that the location of this type of protest “was 
not happenstance.” Despite black women spending their money at stores with lunch 
counters, they could not sit down at them to refresh themselves with food or drink. While 
it was believed by the upper classes that the white shoppers needed a space to rest and 
refresh themselves, it was not deemed appropriate or necessary for black women to have 
or be able to satisfy a similar need, just as it was believed at the beginning of the 19th 
century in pleasure gardens. Cooley writes, “A trip to the store was a lesson in the 
region’s racial hierarchy since the discrimination forced black mothers to stop and 
explain to pleading children why they could not stop for a treat.”171 Consumer equality 
became linked to civil rights.  The fact that lunch counters became part of the strategy of 
the Civil Rights Movement demonstrates that the study of landscapes of consumption is 
crucial in order to understand social hierarchy and cultural practices. By the turn of the 
century, places of ice cream consumption still remained gendered, classed, and races 
spaces that upheld elite spa-culture and hindered black and working-class people from 
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enjoying the spa-like privileges.  
 
Conclusion  
 Standing next to each other, the three flavors I created inspired by this research 
shine in contrast to the light box’s black background (fig. 12). The lemon ice of “Pleasure 
Garden” shimmers alongside tiny pearls of currants, symbolizing the “genteel” nature of 
the gardens. Its brandy surroundings represent the gentlemen, who dined beside ladies, 
with a view of fountains and fireworks. The violet vinegar lemon base of “Ice Cream 
Parlor” illuminates the habitual hostility of parlors to non-upper- and middle-class white 
women and its candied violets signifies the decorative environment of the parlors as well 
as the luxury of sugared flowers and fruits, which remained out of the reach of the lower 
classes even as ice cream became accessible. In “Soda Fountain,” the almond flavored 
base hints at the continued fear of illicit relationships happening within the walls of the 
fountain, with almond’s symbolism rooted in virginity, love, and honor. The three scoops 
of the last flavor float in the lemon soda, which elucidates the history of medicinal waters 
and the modern technology of the fountain, while the drops of bitters represent the still 
extensive animosity towards lower class people and black Americans in soda fountains. 
The three glasses of scoops also shine light on the sensorial resort-like experience one 
would find at pleasure gardens, ice cream parlors, or soda fountains in 19th-century 
America. 
 By analyzing public ice cream consumption throughout the 19th century, I have 
revealed how these landscapes promoted ideas of European spa-culture such as escapism, 
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pastoralism, health, and leisure, which allowed them to maintain exclusivity. Due to their 
entertainments and offered refreshments, design, and advertising, pleasure gardens, ice 
cream parlors, and soda fountains constructed spaces that emulated a spa-like fantasy, 
which signified to working class and black people that they were not welcome to the 
same privileges, despite ice cream itself being a democratized commodity.  
 All three spaces presented an Arcadian element, whether that was through the 
summer-time amusements offered—from musical concerts to cold ice cream—at the 
pleasure garden, the elaborate design of the ice cream parlor evoking nature and 
mythology, or the technological feat of the draft of spa-inspired beverage at the soda 
fountain. Proprietors worked hard to convey their landscapes’ respectability, which was 
co-constructed with the respectability of their women patrons. Gardens, parlors, and 
fountains became respectable spaces when women visited them, and those women were 
seen as respectable for patronizing such places. In these sites of ice cream consumption, 
the ice cream itself both contributed to the excitement and special nature of the 
landscapes and reinforced its connection to femininity and sweetness. 
 Examining ice cream consumption in the 19th century shows how certain 
consumption landscapes continued to express elite ideas that were formed in European 
spas. Both the contrast of pleasure and healthful rest and the tension between the city and 
the country found coherence in pleasure gardens, ice cream parlors, and soda fountains. 
Ice cream and its related mechanisms such as the soda fountain embodied pleasure and 
health, and proprietors of these spaces advertised their ice cream and soda water as the 
most delicious, healthful, and pure. These spaces also conveyed the upper-class idea that 
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specific resort spaces, like the ice cream consumption sites, were needed to provide 
contrast to workspaces, like the city.  
 Anxieties about the lower classes, especially prostitutes, and black people entering 
these “genteel” spaces continued throughout the 19th century. These landscapes enforced 
social hierarchy with their prices, promoting middle-class ideologies such as temperance 
and separate spheres, keeping black people in subservient roles, and imposing codes of 
conduct. Upper-class critics went as far as mocking black people for attempting 
performances of “gentility,” suggesting that these sites were anti-black.  
 The physical design of these spaces, along with the design of advertisements, 
promoted ideas of European spas, Classical antiquity, and later a cold, clean, and healthy 
visual vocabulary. While the way ice cream was consumed within each space shifted and 
as spaces that catered to different social groups were opened, the same ideas of elite 
European spa culture we see in the early 19th-century pleasure gardens also can be found 
at 20th-century lunch counters.  
Studying landscapes of consumption is crucial to understanding food culture and 
how cultural and social norms were enacted and enforced. It would be beneficial for 
scholars to study 20th-century ice cream spaces to see the progression and change in 
exclusionary and inclusionary practices. By studying the evolution of ice cream in public 
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Figure 2: “John Peper, Manufacturer of and Retail Dealer in Confectionery and Ice Cream.” N.d. 




Figure 3: “B. F. Tripp, fruits, confectionary, ice cream, cigars and tobacco.” 1870. Brandeis 
Institutional Repository.  
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Figure 5: "An Ice Cream Racket-Freezing In." 1888. Library of Congress. 
 





Figure 7: “Cherry Malt Phosphites, Scott & Bowne.” New York. 1887. Baker Library, Harvard 
Business School. 
 
Figure 8: “B. Huppler, Manufacturer of Fine Confectionery, Ice Cream and Soda Water.” 1882. 






Figure 9: “Soda Fountain, Exhibited by Chas. Lippincott & Co., In Machinery Hall.” 1876. New 
York Public Library Picture Collection. Photographed by the author with permission.  
 
 




Figure 11: “Tufts’ Arctic Soda.” Ca. 1870-1890. Boston Public Library.  
 
 
Figure 12: “19th Century Ice Cream Landscapes.” Daniel McCarthy. 2020. From left to right: 
Pleasure Garden, Ice Cream Parlor, Soda Fountain.  
 
 71 
A Sweet History Recipes  
The Pleasure Garden: brandy over lemon ice with currants 
 
Ingredients: 
2 1/2 cups water 
1 cup, plus 2 tablespoons sugar 
1 tablespoon of lemon zest  
1 cup of freshly squeezed lemon juice, from about 6 lemons 
Brandy  
Handful of fresh currants  
 
Instructions: 
In a medium saucepan, place 1/2 cup of the water, sugar, and lemon zest. Heat the 
mixture over medium heat, stirring frequently, until the sugar is dissolved. Remove from 
the heat and mix in the rest of the water. Refrigerate until chilled. 
 
Stir the lemon juice into the base and then freeze in your ice cream maker according to 
the manufacturer’s instructions. Once the sorbet is churned, place it in a freezer-safe 
container and freeze for at least two hours before serving.  
 
Place a scoop of the sorbet in a coupe or similar glass. Pour in two ounces of brandy and 
top with a several fresh currants.  
 
The Ice Cream Parlor: violet vinegar and lemon ice cream with candied violets 
 
Ingredients: 
2 tablespoons milk powder 
3/4 cups sugar 
1 heaping tablespoon of corn starch 
2 cups milk 
2 cups cream  
1/4 cup corn syrup, or glucose 
1 tablespoon lemon zest  
2 tablespoons freshly squeeze lemon juice, from about 1 lemon   
1 tablespoon violet vinegar (white vinegar will work; or make your own violet vinegar by 
steeping fresh violets in vinegar for 2 weeks)  
Candied violets (I bought mine at a local cheese shop) 
 
Ingredients: 
In a small bowl, whisk together the milk powder and sugar and set aside. In a very small 
bowl, mix together corn starch with 2 tablespoons of milk to create a slurry; set aside.  
 
In a large saucepan, place the cream, milk, corn syrup, and lemon zest. Bring to a boil 
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over medium heat, whisking occasionally, until it comes to a boil.  
 
Whisk the sugar mixture into pot. Reduce the heat to a low simmer, add the cornstarch 
slurry, and continue cooking and whisking for two minutes. Remove the mixture from the 
heat and strain the base into medium bowl through a fine mesh strainer. Create an ice 
bath by placing ice and cold water in a large bowl and sit the medium bowl on stop of it. 
Let the ice cream cool to room temperature by stirring occasionally. Refrigerate for at 
least four hours or overnight. 
 
Mix in the lemon juice and vinegar and churn in your ice cream maker according to the 
manufacturer’s instructions. Once the ice cream is churned, place it in a freezer-safe 
container and freeze for at least two hours before serving.  
 
To serve, scoop the ice cream out into a glass dish or similar container. Top with candied 
violets.  
 
The Soda Fountain: almond lemon ice cream with lemon soda and bitters 
 
Ingredients: 
2 tablespoons milk powder 
3/4 cups sugar 
1 heaping tablespoon of corn starch 
2 cups milk 
2 cups cream  
1/4 cup corn syrup, or glucose 
1 tablespoon lemon zest  
1 teaspoon almond extract 
2 tablespoons freshly squeeze lemon juice, from about 1 lemon   
Plain soda water  




In a small bowl, whisk together the milk powder and sugar, and set aside. In a very small 
bowl, mix together corn starch with 2 tablespoons of milk to create a slurry; set aside. In 
a large saucepan, place the cream, milk, corn syrup, lemon zest, and almond extract. 
Bring to a boil over medium heat, whisking occasionally, until it comes to a boil.  
 
Whisk the sugar mixture into pot. Reduce the heat to a low simmer, add the cornstarch 
slurry, and continue cooking and whisking for two minutes. Remove the mixture from the 
heat and strain the base into medium bowl through a fine mesh strainer. Create an ice 
bath by placing ice and cold water in a large bowl and sit the medium bowl on stop of it. 
Let the ice cream cool to room temperature by stirring occasionally. Refrigerate for at 
least four hours or overnight. 
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Mix in the lemon juice and churn in your ice cream maker according to the 
manufacturer’s instructions. Once the ice cream is churned, place it in a freezer-safe 
container and freeze for at least two hours before serving.  
 
To serve, pour in 1/2 tablespoon of lemon syrup into a tall glass or similar vessel. Add in 
three scoops of ice cream. Slowly top with soda water and another 1 tablespoon of lemon 
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